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Art	
as	
Research	
Figure	1.	The	threefold	primacy	of	art	in	research,	learning	and	teaching.	Source:	Prior	
2018c.	
	
	
It	is	the	rich	interplay	between	the	artifact	or	the	creative	expression	that	provides	the	
opportunity	for	deep	investigation	between	artist	and	artwork.	“In	other	words,	in	art-based	
research	we	can	ask	what	the	object	or	creative	expression	reveals	about	itself	and	what	
role	the	artist	plays”	(Prior	2018c,	56–57,	original	emphasis).	Like	McNiff,	I	do	not	see	it	as	
necessary	to	provide	an	accompanying	narrative	by	the	artist	that	runs	the	risk	of	giving	a	
self-referential,	one-sided	emoted	account	of	what	the	artist	experienced	or	intended.	The	
use	of	art-based	research	offers	a	more	complete	research	approach	that	“recognizes	
objects	as	full	participants”	(McNiff	1998,	55),	which	is	a	most	important	distinction	here.	
This	notion	is	supported	by	Kathryn	Church	(2008:	433)	who	similarly	makes	a	case	for	the	
artifact	and	the	active	interplay	between	the	artwork,	creative	or	expressive	process	and	the	
artist	as	researcher:	
	
[…]	taking	objects	seriously,	encountering	them	directly,	proceeding	object	by	object	
to	unfold	a	study,	tracking	back	and	forth	in	the	dialogic	space	between	objects	and	
their	makers/users,	and	working	reflexively	with	our	limitations,	confusions,	and	
discoveries.		
	
Within	the	higher	education	context	this	is	precisely	what	we	need	to	ensure	that	our	
students	can	do,	and	we	too	can	be	more	embracing	across	art	forms	in	doing	so.	In	art-
based	research,	it	is	highly	acceptable	to	respond	to	artworks	that	one	creates	(or	are	
created	by	others)	through	the	use	of	other	artistic	media	such	as	poetry,	dance,	
performance,	drawing	and	so	on	(Prior	2018c,	57).	We	must	not	deny	the	creative	form	in	
the	use	of	expressive	interpretations.	Surely	we	must	move	away	from	privileging	written	
(and	sometimes	stultifying)	narratives	of	analysis?	Helpfully	McNiff	(1998,	193)	states,	“If	[…]	
words	are	incapable	of	revealing	the	unique	qualities	and	spirits	of	art	[…],	why	do	we	
persist	in	using	them	as	exclusive	modes	of	research?”	However,	he	would	also	agree	that	in	
order	to	more	widely	communicate	research	findings,	it	will	most	likely	be	inevitable	in	a	
research	study	that	these	will	be	written-up	or	verbally	communicated	in	some	form	or	
other,	but	this	should	not	be	the	sole	the	mode	of	inquiry.		
	
Therefore,	through	systematic	inquiry,	art-based	research	seeks	to	find	answers	to	artistic	
phenomena.	Essentially,	this	type	of	research	must	connect	to	practices	within	the	discipline	
if	it	is	to	be	of	use	to	others.	Its	true	value	may	reside	in	the	depth	of	observation	and	value	
one	may	give	to	an	object	or	performance.	The	development	of	a	creative	relationship	with	
an	artwork	offers	students	the	opportunity	of	learning	something	new	from	both	their	
creative	or	expressive	process	and	their	own	artwork.	This	can	be	an	embedded	part	of	
learning	within	artistic	practice.	Delightfully,	perhaps,	the	outcome	of	artistic	enquiry	is	
unpredictable	because	meaning	is	created	in	and	through	the	expressive	process.	This	
unpredictability	should	be	uniquely	celebrated	and	not	marginalized	by	the	language	of	the	
sciences.	Artistic	research	is	open	to	subjective,	random,	specific	and	non-generalizable	
findings.	Jacqueline	Taylor	(2018,	97)	resolves	that	“art-based	research	is	underpinned	by	a	
tension	between	producing	research	that	is	robust,	rigorous	and	valid,	and	yet	at	the	same	
time	retains	its	very	qualities	as	a	site	of	possibility.”	
	
Within	visual	art	in	particular,	for	doctoral	students	in	presenting	submissions,	colleagues	
(Gray	et	al.	2018)	have	had	great	success	in	the	use	of	“exposition”	as	a	means	of	revealing	
the	process	of	inquiry.	In	fact	expositions	offer	all	art	forms,	including	interdisciplinary	art	
forms,	approaches	to	presenting	art	as	research.	Rather	than	the	usual	exhibition	of	finished	
or	resolved	work,	the	exposition	has	a	more	educative	function;	it	can	reveal	thinking	and	
methodology,	and	“perhaps	most	importantly	it	invites	participation	in	order	to	enrich	and	
expand	understandings	from	the	inquiry”	(Gray	et	al.	2018,	116).		
	
The	context	in	which	an	exposition	is	located	is	an	important	consideration.	Gray	et	al.	
(2018,	122)	make	these	specific	and	useful	recommendations:	
	
However,	the	exposition	is	not	an	exhibition	and	the	researcher	must	make	this	
distinction,	and	provide	criteria	by	which	the	materials	displayed	can	be	understood	
and	evaluated.	An	abstract,	key	words,	and	a	glossary	of	terms	will	help	to	quickly	
orient	examiners	(and	public)	to	the	focus	and	parameters	of	the	inquiry.	There	may	
be	a	number	of	means	by	which	the	creative	inquiry	can	be	contextualised	in	terms	of	
key	thinking	and	practice	in	the	defined	field.	For	example,	a	mapping	of	the	context	
of	inquiry,	key	quotes,	key	references.	Increasingly	the	use	of	social	media	tools	as	a	
means	of	sharing	and	testing	ideas	about	the	questions	and	assumptions	of	an	inquiry	
is	a	valuable	feedback	mechanism,	as	well	as	providing	on-going	contemporary	
contextualisation.		
	
Unfortunately	many	of	the	attempts	to	use	exposition	have	not	resulted	in	their	being	
captured	for	future	reference.	It	is	therefore	crucial	that	expositions	are	somehow	recorded	
and	documented	for	posterity	in	order	to	share	them	across	our	artistic	community	of	
practice	and	for	researchers	at	all	levels.	Digital	platforms	offer	one	solution	in	capturing	the	
completeness	of	artistic	work.	To	these	ends,	digital	technology	may	more	broadly	provide	
artists	with	the	tools	of	capturing	processes	for	further	investigation.	Many	people	recognize	
the	rich	possibilities	of	new	media,	yet	are	“frustrated	by	the	lack	of	progress	within	
academia	to	develop	this	as	legitimate	artistic	research,	still	continuing	to	largely	privilege	
the	written	word	or	reliance	upon	other	methodologies	that	are	not	so	pertinent	to	artistic	
practice”	(Prior	2018c,	51).		
	
	
Conclusion	
In	providing	this	Afterword,	it	has	not	been	my	intention	to	summarize	the	many	
illuminating	contributions	in	this	book,	but	rather	to	tie	some	threads	together	and	help	us	
move	forward	in	the	field	with	greater	confidence.	Indeed,	confidence	seems	to	be	key	to	
any	progress.	For	artists,	“using	art	as	research	brings	together	the	known	and	the	unknown,	
the	planned	and	the	unplanned,	the	seen	and	unseen,	the	incidental	and	accidental,	all	in	
the	creation	of	new	knowledge”	(Prior	2018c,	58).	In	particular	this	offers	exciting	potential	
for	learning	possibilities	within	artistic	higher	education.	To	these	ends,	Kathryn	Church	
(2008,	433)	asks:		
	
Will	we	value	the	“accidental”	quality	of	the	journey	that	they	open	up	for	us?	Can	we	
lose	control	over	how	we	come	into	knowing?	Or	will	we	turn	creative	inquiry	into	
familiar	order:	a	step-wise	and	predictable	set	of	practices,	planned	and	tidy,	learned	
as	part	of	a	formal	curriculum?	
	
Within	higher	education	learning	and	teaching	we	are	well	positioned	to	ensure	that	art	can	
be	the	topic,	process	and	outcome	of	research.	At	its	heart,	knowledge	construction	through	
artistic	practice	provides	a	meaningful	way	forward	for	the	field.	Through	embracing	the	
accidental,	haptic	and	frequently	messy,	artists	can	be	entirely	confident	in	using	non-
scientific	research	methodologies.	
	
Put	simply;	art	provides	the	evidence	of	what	we	do.	
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